giants of eighteenth-century historiography David Hume, William Robertson, and Oliver Goldsmith (there is no evidence that Austen had read Edward Gibbon).
Illustrated with a number of signed medallion portraits by her sister Cassandra (who is also the dedicatee), Austen's youthful skit responds chiefly to Goldsmith's History of England from the Earliest Times to the Death of George II, a four-volume schoolroom text of 1771 which seems to have been in regular use by her entire family. The energetic marginal comments which Austen made in a copy of the 1771 History, probably at around the same time she was writing her own, relate chiefly to the Stuarts -'A Family', as she calls them, who 'were always illused, Betrayed or Neglected Whose Virtues are seldom allowed while their Errors are never forgotten' ( p. 337) -and who are endorsed with similarly breathless sympathy throughout her historical narrative. There, they make an appearance well before they take over the kingdom, and the author's particular darling, Mary Queen of Scots, occupies most of the chapter nominally devoted to her enemy, Elizabeth.
The first volume to be published of Hume's History of England from the Invasion of Julius Caesar to the Revolution of 1688 ends with the reign of Charles I, but this does not appear to have been the prompt for Austen to conclude her own narrative at this point. She perhaps decides to break off the text here because it allows her to depict the whole of English history as the rise, fall, and romance of one dynasty -largely charted in terms of its own, and the historian's, emotions and thereby anticipating, albeit in hysterical technicolour, how she would go on to treat the '3 or 4 Families' which she described to her niece as 'the very thing to work on' in romantic fiction.
3 Earlier reigns are mentioned only briefly, as if to prepare the way for the Stuarts. This structure seems to dictate that the History will become a tragedy, even though Austen in the course of her spoof dismisses tragedies as 'not worth reading ' ( p. 179) . In fact, she dodges 'any particular account' of Charles's trial and execution ( p.188), probably because it would entail an unduly melancholy conclusion (she does, however, provide such detail in her description of Mary, . This historian's task is, primarily, vindication of her favourites and abuse of her enemies. Abruptly coercing her reader into agreement or submission, she plays the authorial equivalent of Charles I, insisting on the divine right of historians to rule their audiences -to supply or deny information as she sees fit; to pre-empt and pre-judge their responses. Her final rebuke to the Scottish is therefore that they should ever have 'dared to think differently from their Sovereign' ( p. 188). She may not have it 'in [her] power', as she puts it, 'to inform the Reader who was [Henry IV's] wife ' ( p. 177) , but this is no concession to the reader's powers -merely a transparent euphemism for the ignorant author's refusal to lift a finger.
Austen's unabashed partisanship is a riotous departure from those aspirations to dignity, objectivity, and neutrality of expression which had characterised British historiography from the mid-to late eighteenth century onwards. It is also at odds with that slippery, unobtrusive, free indirect style for which her later novels are celebrated. Her loyalty to the Stuart cause sprang partly from the fact that her maternal ancestors, the Leighs, had sheltered Charles I at their home, Stoneleigh Abbey. 4 With the weight of family history and sympathy on one side, perhaps it is not surprising that, in her closing sentence, Austen expresses the conviction that 'every sensible and well disposed person whose opinions have been properly guided by a good Education' will be satisfied by her so-called 'Argument' that all Stuarts are blameless ( pp. 188 -9) . After all, this was a piece of work designed to amuse (and partly to record) her family.
In 1773 Hester Chapone had argued that 'Party so strongly influences both historians and their readers, that it is a difficult and invidious task to point out the best amongst the number of English histories that offer themselves.' After some hesitation, she recommended Hume's six-volume History of England, published between 1754 and 1762, as the 'most entertaining', albeit not as the most impartial, of the lot. And this in spite of the fact that Hume had staked his credibility on moderation: Voltaire praised him for being 'neither parliamentarian, nor royalist, nor Anglican, nor Presbyterian', but 'simply judicial'. 5 Hume's History, a set of which Austen owned in later life, sought to eschew Jacobite apologetics and Tory bias. Shunning providential explanations of past events, Hume also rejected, for the most part, the now infamous pitfalls of Whig interpretation: the Protestant affirmation of England's destiny as the birthplace of freedom, and the crude heroes-and-villains conception of historical development. 1688 , 6 vols. (1754 Indianapolis 1983-5), vol. i, p. xviii. 6 Hume was concerned to redress Paul de Rapin-Thoyras's History of England (1725-31), which echoed the traditional Whig view that English freedom could be traced back to the Saxon constitution and that England had possessed a 'mixed government', in which power was shared between king and parliament, ever since Goldsmith claimed for himself an even greater disinterestedness than that which purportedly characterised his predecessor: 'it is hoped', he said in the preface to his 1771 History, that 'the reader will admit my impartiality'.
7 Austen did not, scribbling 'Oh! Dr. Goldsmith Thou art as partial an Historian as myself !' next to his comment that 'all the sensible part of the kingdom' forsook the cause of the Old Pretender ( p. 337). It was unfortunate for Goldsmith that he had chosen, in his 1764 History of England in a Series of Letters, to warn his youthful audience 'Above all things [ . . . ] to consult the original historians in every relation', and that 'Abridgers, compilers, commentators, and critics, are in general only fit to fill the mind with unnecessary anecdotes.' 8 For Goldsmith's 1771 History was itself a compilation and an abridgement of earlier histories, chiefly of Hume's -and it was written with the express 'aim', as he wryly and perhaps wearily acknowledged, 'not to add to our present stock of history, but to contract it'. 9 Austen's text is therefore, among other things, an extreme abridgement of an abridgement (she went on to refer scornfully, in Northanger Abbey, to 'the abilities of the nine-hundredth abridger of the History of England', by comparison with those of the much-maligned novelist 10 ). Her own History might well be said to realise, as well as to ridicule, Goldsmith's modest ambition to 'contract' the stock of English history -especially since he himself had gone on to abridge the History of England from the Earliest Times in 1774. Like her burlesque dramatic version of Samuel Richardson's gargantuan last novel, The History of Sir Charles Grandison (1753 -4), 11 the central joke of Austen's History of England is that it collapses the scope and accelerates the pace of a multi-volume work. Just as Laura, the heroine of another Austen parody, Love and Freindship (written in the previous year), finds her carriage moving too fast for passers-by to have time to answer her 'repeated Enquiries ' ( p. 118) this history moves at such speed that there is no time for queries or protest (not that they would, in any event, be brooked by the imperious historian).
But the chapters of Austen's History also mimic, in terms of length, the excerpts from historical narratives and speeches reprinted in popular anthologies such as Vicesimus Knox's Elegant Extracts -mass-produced works designed, like this History, to be read aloud in family circles (Austen owned a copy of Elegant Extracts, which she passed on to her niece Anna).
12 Another of her sources is Shakespeare (specifically, the history plays from Richard II to Henry VIII). Austen swiftly points her reader in Shakespeare's direction, as if to a work of factual reference, for a speech made by Henry IV ( p. 177). This gesture possibly indicates, on the one hand, her knowledge of Shakespeare's dependence on chronicles and, on the other, her awareness that Hume and Robertson, following the practice of classical historians, had pasted fictional speeches into their histories of England and Scotland. Even Catherine Morland knows that much of history is made up (she is therefore all the more puzzled that she finds it so boring). Her friend Eleanor Tilney, however, is unfazed by what she calls the 'little embellishments' which liven up historical narratives, concluding that she is more likely to enjoy a speech concocted by Hume or Robertson than 'the genuine words' of an ancient speaker. 13 In this she follows Hester Chapone, who rated the entertainment value of history more highly than its claims to truth or neutrality.
From a very early age, then, Austen was alert to the fact that history involved a large helping of imaginative licence as well as the introduction, covert or explicit, of personal feeling. Her challenge to the line of authorial succession is so much to the fore of her own History that it is this new Pretender, 'my no less amiable Self ' ( p. 185), rather than the events she describes, which constitutes the real centre of interest. That self 's unabashed partiality, prejudice, and ignorance will be tested against other possible attitudes to characters in history, such as pity (which she ostentatiously staves off on two occasions, since partiality for the opposing side forbids it ( pp. 178, 186)), or disinterestedness, or indifference, that close neighbour of disinterestedness and the enemy of Austen's narration. She forestalls the reader's boredom by saying she will not repeat such events as we will have heard before -an aim which, happily, coincides with the historian's self-confessed inability to remember them, and with her dislike of reciting anything she has not herself invented ( pp. 180, 188) . At such points in the narrative, this novelist-in-the-making ostentatiously sets her talent for mimicking historians against her budding ability to produce fictions which are truer to life and to human nature, as well as funnier, than theirs.
It is partly the text's alertness to the provinces of history and fictionwhether they are considered to be mutually antagonistic, or happily co-dependent -that makes its presence felt in Austen's later, published novels. As we have seen, the narrator of the History is comically indifferent to evidence, the only authenticity to which she appeals being that of her own feelings, and the inherent nobility of the Stuart cause. Austen's later novels, however, rely on a more subdued and sustained consideration of what our individual, limited, and partial views may entail for any aspiration to historical truth -as, for instance, in the proposal scene in Emma, when the heroine decides that it would be kinder to suppress Harriet's fondness for Knightley, and the narrator comments that 'Seldom, very seldom, does complete truth belong to any human disclosure; seldom can it happen that something is not a little disguised, or a little mistaken'.
14 In her resistance to the idea that unbounded, open-hearted communication may be attained in an instant, or indeed ever, Austen is partly resisting the clichés of sentimental fiction. But she is also returning to historical debates about character, such as those surrounding Mary Queen of Scots, and to the nature of the evidence produced for and against it. Throughout the novels, Austen's heroines are primarily engaged (more or less skilfully) in the interpretation of conflicting pieces of intelligence. Near the end of Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth discusses with Darcy an important document in their shared history: his letter to her, in which he finally unmasked Wickham's treachery and suggested some painful truths about her family. (Such epistolary documents will become even more crucial in Austen's last completed novel, Persuasion, in which Mrs Smith produces both documentary proof and an equally important appeal to Anne's personal observation, in order to condemn the villainous Mr Elliot.
15 ) Elizabeth, who says that Darcy's letter marked the beginning of a process which saw 'all her former prejudices [ . . . ] removed', counsels her remorseful lover to adopt 'some of my philosophy. Think only of the past', she advises, 'as its remembrance gives you pleasure.' Darcy immediately disagrees with her, saying: 'I cannot give you credit for any philosophy of the kind. Your retrospections must be so totally void of reproach, that the contentment arising from them, is not of philosophy, but what is much better, of ignorance.' All the early editions of Pride and Prejudice have that sentence, at once complimentary and rebarbative, ending on a more conventional term of praise: 'innocence'. Perhaps it is no surprise that it was Cassandra Austen who suggested the emendation -reproduced in all modern texts of Pride and Prejudice -to 'ignorance'. 16 After all, as dedicatee of the History of England and the sister of an avowedly prejudiced and ignorant historian, she would have known that Elizabeth's 'prejudices' are wholly compatible with her 'ignorance' in relation to the past.
To be 'ignorant' generally suggests an unfortunate want of knowledge. The fact that it is considered by Darcy to be a serious advantage in his notably clever wife-to-be might give us pause for thought. It is a good thing that Elizabeth is not acquainted with their past, as Darcy generously understands it at this point in the book: that is to say, as a record, largely, of his own offensive and awkward behaviour. Since Elizabeth has nothing with which to upbraid herself, she cannot know anything of that history at first hand. It is therefore also true to say that (as Darcy sees things, through the eyes of a lover) she is innocent, as he cannot be. And yet, earlier in the novel, we have also seen how Elizabeth's prejudices, born of ignorance and partiality, have led her to misrepresent Darcy to herself and to others. It is only a partial, enamoured historian who can see her past as void of blame. Such conflicting and overlapping perspectives on history and morality, as they are translated from the public into the domestic and private spheres of conduct and emotion, lie at the heart of Austen's fiction. The young writer may, then, be making a loud joke at her own and at Goldsmith's expense when she poses as a historian who is partial, prejudiced, and ignorant. But lurking in this joke is a lifelong interest in the way that history affects our ethical make-up and actions in the present. It might be a virtue to learn from the past, but it might also be a virtue to have nothing to learn from it -or indeed to avoid knowledge of it completely. Bound up with such questions is the central role played by historical writings in the education of children, especially of girls, towards the end of the eighteenth century. History was, after all, supposed to be an improving subject (safer than reading novels), yet Goldsmith's lurid narrative was a sensational pot-boiler. Like many eighteenth-century children, Austen would have been required to digest and regurgitate portions of this text, but in what sense could it be said to convey anything better or truer than Fanny Burney's novels might? The History of England pokes fun at teachers of history and morality -and at the whole idea of deriving and applying lessons from the past -while also showing us that its author has already learnt a great deal from history. Austen's parody would not be successful unless it revealed affectionate knowledge of the works it is trouncing. She occasionally describes herself in her correspondence as being deeply engaged in some unlikely historical works: in 1813, for instance, she is reading Captain Pasley's Essay on the Military Policy and Institutions of the British Empire, which she 'protested against at first' but which proved to be 'delightfully written & highly entertaining'. The way in which Austen was required to learn history in the schoolroom -by committing long passages of it to her memory, before repeating it word for word, after the historian's own fashion -proved no inhibition to her own 'loose, disultary, unconnected strain' of remaking it, both in the juvenile History of England and (by 1800) in her novels. 17 Learning by rote did not stifle her creative vim. In 1800 she threatened her friend Martha Lloyd with a repetition of Robert Henry's enormous History of Britain, 'dividing my recital as the Historian divides it himself, into seven parts, The Civil & Military -Religion -Constitution -Learning & Learned Men -Arts & Sciences -Commerce Coins & Shipping -& Manners; -so that for every evening of the week there will be a different subject; The friday's lot, Commerce, Coin & Shipping, You will find the least entertaining; but the next Eveng:'s portion will make amends'. 18 The history of manners, in other words, was held out as the real treat, and it is in such territory that fiction might be said to have the edge over historiography.
During the eighteenth century, conduct books pitched at young women had repeatedly tried to establish history's superiority to romance, and then to the novel. Novelists in their turn had co-opted the titles, narrative realism, and authenticating devices of history -exact dates and real places; pseudo-editorial prefaces; the use of documentary evidence; and scholarly trappings such as footnotes -to their own ends. By the 1750s, the novel had supplanted the prose romance, and its factual bearings posed a more serious threat to history than romance had done. The novel was encroaching on the language and territory of history-writing in its claim to penetrate the innermost recesses of mind and heart, the hidden springs of human behaviour. 19 Contemporary fictional 'histories' -as works including Tom Jones, Clarissa, and Sir Charles Grandison styled 17 Austen, Letters, pp. 198, 59. 18 Ibid., p. 59. 19 See Neil Hargraves, 'Revelation of Character in Eighteenth-Century Historiography and William Robertson's History of the Reign of Charles V', themselves in their titles or subtitles -could plausibly claim to represent, in modern and domestic contexts, many of the benefits that writers on female education had argued were the sole prerogative of narratives dealing with the past. 20 Richardson, in particular, sought to advance through fiction the causes of morality and virtue. Historians adopted some of the novel's techniques, or experimented with generic boundaries in order to take in aspects of private and common life which traditionally lay outside the remit of history proper. 21 In view of Austen's History, if of nothing else, it is curious that Karen O'Brien detects no tension before the early nineteenth century between what she describes as 'the narrative form of history and its empirical or philosophical content'. 22 For The History of England is determined to explode just that division between the way that history is told and its raw materials. James Edward Austen-Leigh may have written of his aunt that
In history she followed the old guides -Goldsmith, Hume, and Robertson. Critical enquiry into the usually received statements of the old historians was scarcely begun. [ . . . ] Historic characters lay before the reader's eyes in broad light or shade, not much broken up by details. The virtues of King Henry VIII. were yet undiscovered, nor had much light been thrown on the inconsistencies of Queen Elizabeth; the one was held to be an unmitigated tyrant, and an embodied Blue Beard; the other a perfect model of wisdom and policy. 23 But there is no reverence involved in the way Austen's History treats these 'old guides' to the past, or indeed in her attitude to the male historian whom she impersonates. She abuses Elizabeth as 'that disgrace to humanity, that pest of society', 'the destroyer of all comfort, the deceitful Betrayer of trust reposed in her, and the Murderess of her Cousin', a 'wicked' woman who was 'encouraged [ . . . ] Where Austen does supply what she identifies as 'sufficient proofs' ( p. 178), they are often laughably out of synch with the claim they are meant to be endorsing. They may indeed be classed as 'sufficient', but only in the sense that they amply demonstrate the opposite point to the one being made on the surface. So they are proofs, in fact, of irony, not of historical truth. Take Cassandra's portrait of Edward IV, which is given as evidence of that 'Beauty' for which the king was apparently renowneda theory which it duly contradicts, since it portrays a badly dressed, squat, and dumpy-looking man -while Edward's 'Courage', the only other characteristic that posterity is said to attribute to him, is exemplified by the story of his 'marrying one Woman while he was engaged to another' ( p. 178). Incidentally, this feature of Edward IV's conduct is perhaps remembered in that of Edward Ferrars in Sense and Sensibility, who gains Elinor's affections while secretly engaged to Lucy Steele. When Elinor exonerates Edward to Marianne as having never been 'proved [ . . . ] unworthy' -note that strange emphasis on evidence, when we might expect Elinor to have a more intuitive, personal sense of her husband-to-be's worthiness -the effect is quieter than in Austen's History, with its screaming contrast between Edward IV's supposedly 'undaunted Behaviour' ( p.178) and actual betrayal. But we should still notice the discrepancy between what Elinor says and what Edward Ferrars has, in fact, done; perhaps all the more so because Elinor has, throughout the novel, acted like an eighteenth-century historian, 'by endeavouring', as she says, 'to appear indifferent where I have been most deeply interested'.
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The History's treatment of Edward IV hints both at the author's contempt for reputation as a guide to her characters (Edward is famous for beauty and courage, but he was really ugly and treacherous) and at a parodic version of the eighteenth-century historian's much-vaunted impartiality: Edward is beautiful in the text, but ugly in the illustration, just as Richard III is announced, at different moments in Austen's History, to be innocent and guilty of his nephews' murder. Character analysis and judgement are thus suspended between two fierce extremes, while our historian gallops on to her next case study. Throughout the History Austen plays up the incongruous relationship between the brutality of what she describes and the polite schoolroom or drawing-room context into which such events are being translated. Besides including anecdotes which signally fail to advance the narrative, and which might therefore lead us to question the historian's discrimination, she also introduces absurd touches of gentility. As elsewhere in the juvenilia, she attaches the word 'amiable' to a variety of figures. Sometimes she means us to take the word seriously, as in her assessment of Anne Boleyn ( p.181); at other times, it is suggestive of the opposite quality ( p.177). Just as ignorance in relation to history resurfaces in Austen's later fiction, so enquiry into the value and implications of the word 'amiable' continues from this work into Emma, where Knightley defines it as a truly English epithet, involving acuteness regarding the feelings of others ( pp. 160 -1); in other words, it is the true version of sensibility, as opposed to the bankrupt manifestations of feeling which are on display throughout the juvenilia, and -in subtler and more insidious forms -in the novels. This reveals further proof of Austen's habit of quarrying her own past, revisiting and recycling the same linguistic and moral terrain in what she famously described as her 'little bit (two Inches wide) of Ivory'. 25 And it is the most fruitful sense, perhaps, in which she might be thought of as a historian.
Consider, in this light, the opening words of the History: 'Henry the 4th ascended the throne of England much to his own satisfaction in the year 1399'. His abrupt yet effortlessly smooth rise to power anticipates the smug provincial supremacy of a later heroine, who, in the opening sentence of Austen's novel, is introduced as follows: 'Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever, and rich, with a comfortable home and happy disposition, seemed to unite some of the best blessings of existence'. And yet, if she only seems to unite cleverness with good looks and wealth, perhaps this character doesn't have as steady a grip on herself or on her fate as she imagines -and as the structure of the sentence encourages us to believe. Like a monarch, Emma suffers, so the narrator tells us, from 'the power of having rather too much her own way, and a disposition to think a little too well of herself ' ( pp. 3 -4). Readers of history can be led to think, like Emma, a little too well of themselves, in that they may be driven to understand the past as an inevitable, teleological progression towards the present (this 'mental trick' is what Herbert Butterfield saw assuming the shape of 'something like a line of causation' in the Whig interpretation of history 26 ). In the first chapter of the novel, Knightley criticises Emma for just this habit of immediately referring past to current events in her attitude to Miss Taylor's marriage. Emma flatters herself that she foresaw how it would all turn out, and that her management of several 'little matters' has served to bring about the union (she does not realise, apparently, that these two readings of events might be incompatible). 'I made the match myself ', she boasts to Knightley; 'I made the match, you know, four years ago; and to have it take place, and be proved in the right, when so many people said Mr. Weston would never marry again, may comfort me for anything.' Knightley will have none of it, telling Emma that she's come up with no more than 'a lucky guess'. But Emma's persistent reading of the present in terms of what she wants it to signify for the future -encouraged by her apparent success in the case of Miss Taylor -will shortly cause her and two other people grave embarrassment and distress, when she misconstrues Elton's infatuation with her as a symptom of his passion for Harriet Smith ( pp. 10 -11, 140 -3).
As a historian whose understanding of the past is fatally compromised by her own wish to be at once its efficient cause and the most discerning interpreter of its inevitable progress towards the present, Emma is, in fact, a serious rival to her author. The heroine's construction of events, and her attempt to direct her own plot to ends other than those of a romantic novel, will eventually be quashed by the narrator. While Emma is bent on predicting matches for other people, she fails to notice that events are conspiring to arrange her own marriage, proving the falsehood of her determination to remain single. The would-be historian is transformed into an obedient actor in a fictional narrative, governed by its own distinct set of conventions. This is why, at the very point at which Emma's fate is accomplished, we are denied the opportunity to hear her voice. Knightley begs a response to his proposal, but Austen's narrator keeps us in the dark, coyly teasing a reader's curiosity: 'What did she say? -Just what she ought, of course. A lady always does ' ( p. 470) . And with that, the narrator has reasserted her predominance, while Emma has reverted meekly to type.
In her History of England, Austen had already elbowed such Whiggish tendencies as the confident young Emma displays into the realms of absurdity, while also pressing them into the service of Tory historiography. Thus Margaret Tudor, daughter of Henry VII, is said to have had 'the happiness of being grandmother to one of the first Characters of the world' -Mary Queen of Scots -not that she knew this, unlike Austen, who also knows that she will 'have occasion to speak more at large' of Mary 'in future' ( p. 180). Historical narrative permits such magical foreknowledge; with one of many glances at her small domestic community of readers, Austen also 'cannot help foreseeing' that her little brother will equal the maritime exploits of Sir Francis Drake ( p. 185). In view of subsequent events in her own life and afterlife, and of the illustrious careers of her sailor brothers following her death, there is a touching as well as funny relationship throughout the History between the Austen family's present genteel obscurity and the glorious renown she discerns for them. She repeatedly contrasts her own superhuman, historian's ability to predict the future with the natural shortcomings of her paltry, too human cast. She cannot 'pity the Kingdom for the misfortunes they experienced' during Mary Tudor's reign, she says, 'since they fully deserved them, for having allowed her to succeed her Brother -which was a double peice of folly, since they might have foreseen that as she died without Children, she would be succeeded by that disgrace to humanity, that pest of society, Elizabeth' ( p. 183). And the duke of Somerset was 'beheaded, of which he might with reason have been proud', according to Austen, 'had he known that such was the death of Mary Queen of Scotland; but as it was impossible that he should be conscious of what had never happened, it does not appear that he felt particularly delighted with the manner of it' ( p. 182). These deliciously absurd remarks serve to collapse past and present into one mutually unilluminating state of coexistence. Rather than represent the past as helping to educate and inform the present or future, Austen upbraids historical characters for not having benefited from the knowledge of events which had yet to occur. They should have seen themselves as causes of future effects, or as analogues to their own posterity, instead of which they were selfish enough to live within the realm of what was merely possible.
A related, but in fact almost opposite, effect, whereby the seemingly accidental event is revealed to have been determined in advance, is created by Austen's ironic use of the word 'happen', in the opening sentence of her History, to describe an event which, it is heavily implied, is far from accidental:
Henry the 4th ascended the throne of England much to his own satisfaction in the year 1399, after having prevailed on his cousin and predecessor Richard the 2d, to resign it to him, and to retire for the rest of his Life to Pomfret Castle, where he happened to be murdered. (p. 177)
The same technique appears in Love and Freindship, where Laura's reference to a 'little Accident' introduces two uses of the word 'happen' -one indicating a chance discovery, the other serving as a euphemism for carefully planned and successfully executed theft:
Sophia happening one Day to open a private Drawer in Macdonald's Library with one of her own keys, discovered that it was the Place where he kept his Papers of consequence and amongst them some bank notes of considerable amount. [ . . . ] it was determined that the next time we should either of us happen to go that way, we would take one or more of the Bank notes from the drawer. ( p. 125)
The passive construction 'it was determined' is designed to skate in queenly fashion over the matter of individual criminal responsibility; but the excision of agency is also typical of eighteenth-century historical narration, with its bid for impartiality. In fact, Austen may have learnt this comic manipulation of happenstance from a historian who was, in other contexts, much preoccupied with cause and effect. Hume, in a passage which perhaps illustrates how -in spite of his much-vaunted impartiality -his own sympathies inflect the account he gives of Charles I and the Star Chamber, remarks of Sir John Eliot that in 1632 he 'happened to die while in custody'.
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While it may be faithful to her main historical source, Goldsmith, Austen's treatment of Lady Jane Grey's execution is similarly, ruthlessly, unsympathetic when what she identifies as an 'accident' intervenes to make the young queen's courage and learning seem appallingly funny:
she preserved the same appearance of Knowledge, and contempt of what was generally esteemed pleasure, during the whole of her Life, for she declared herself displeased with being appointed Queen, and while conducting to the Scaffold, she wrote a Sentence in Latin and another in Greek on seeing the dead Body of her Husband accidentally passing that way. ( pp. 182-3) This passage sums up, in miniature, how Austen's History works (and it is itself an exercise in diminution). In seven words, to encompass the mere nine days of her reign, Lady Jane has passed from coronation to execution -but it is made to sound as if she does so while coolly surveying her own life from a stage-coach window. It is partly the gerunds which make the episode shudder with brutal humour. Austen took the hint from Goldsmith's word, 'conducting', and altered that sense of tragedy which she had earlier spurned as worthless into a comic indifference to fate (Lady Jane's fostering our own, to her). The dead body 'accidentally passing' her by, Lady Jane glides swiftly and with a serene contempt of life from 'being appointed Queen' to 'the Scaffold', via what Austen would have known from Goldsmith's more gory account was the bleeding, headless trunk of her late husband. She passes with mechanical, accelerated ease from the scene of worldly elevation to the scene of her dissolution, pausing only to make learned use of that hideous spectacle, and with no more evidence of having been affected than is 'The beautifull Cassandra' in another of Austen's juvenile spoofs, as she proceeds with impervious grandeur from her mother's shop to the pastry-cook's and home again ( pp. 54-6). Austen had already joked about the strangely inhuman ability of characters as they are represented in historical narratives to treat themselves and their relations as if they were already no more than occasions for their descendants to reflect upon -seemingly capable, in life, of foreseeing their future use 'To point a Moral, or adorn a Tale', as Johnson put it in his Vanity of Human Wishes.
28 It is this anachronistic, impossible prescience which makes such characters susceptible to the sort of ticking-off which Austen bestows on 'the kingdom' for not having realised the consequences of allowing Mary Tudor to ascend the throne.
In Love and Freindship, Laura and Sophia chance upon their dead and dying spouses, thanks to 'a most fortunate Accident', as Laura describes it:
From this Dilemma I was most fortunately releived by an accident truly apropos; it was the lucky overturning of a Gentleman's Phaeton, on the road which ran murmuring behind us. It was a most fortunate Accident as it diverted the Attention of Sophia from the melancholy reflections which she had been before indulging. We instantly quitted our seats and ran to the rescue of those who but a few moments before had been in so elevated a situation as a fashionably high Phaeton, but who were now laid low and sprawling in the Dust -. 'What an ample subject for reflection on the uncertain Enjoyments of this World, would not that Phaeton and the Life of Cardinal Wolsey afford a thinking Mind'! said I to Sophia as we were hastening to the field of Action.
She had not time to answer me, for every thought was now engaged by the horrid Spectacle before us. Two Gentlemen most elegantly attired but weltering in their blood was what first struck our Eyes -we approached -they were Edward and Augustus -Yes dearest Marianne they were our Husbands. ( pp. 128 -9) Here the language of acute sensibility is plastered onto a helter-skelter narration which stubbornly, brilliantly, resists the natural feelings of humanity. Sophia's 'melancholy reflections' on her absent husband are interrupted by the appearance of his corpse, thrown alongside Laura's expiring Edward before her very eyes -and the elegant clothes are more immediately striking to Laura than is the blood. The disconcerting indifference of the narrator is paraded as exquisite sensitivity, but revealed as its opposite via the word order, and the sequence of her observations. Chronology (as well as partiality, prejudice, and assumed ignorance) lies at the heart of the joke. Laura knows from the start of her letter, as we cannot, that the 'fortunate' overturning of a carriage in fact heralds the death of her beloved, although (mimicking Richardsonian convention in writing 'to the moment' 29 ) she reports events as if she knows no more than we do, as if she has reinhabited her past self at the precise moment she describes. This staged ignorance of the future contrasts strangely with her reflections on hastening to 'the rescue of those who but a few moments before had been in so elevated a situation as a fashionably high Phaeton, but who were now laid low and sprawling in the Dust'. We might excuse this remark as the conventionally pious reflection of a mature narrator on a past event, writing to a much younger correspondent, even if she still has not revealed the identity of those within the carriage. But her next line, quoted from the 'scene of action', tips us into complete absurdity: 'What an ample subject for reflection on the uncertain Enjoyments of this World, would not that Phaeton and the Life of Cardinal Wolsey afford a thinking Mind'! Laura senses that she ought to make use of the scene before her, to put it to some educative or improving purpose. She is remembering something from the schoolroom about falls from elevation, about applying figures from history to the purposes of everyday life. But she tries to do so before she has allowed her past self to recognise the scene for what it is in that historical present, and for her alone, without which recognition it can have no meaning. As in the History of England, the collapse into one another of two time frames, past and present (here mediated through the epistolary form), produces a narrative which can only be said to afford a moral quite contrary to the one the narrator is seeking to inculcate. As hers is not, in fact, a 'thinking Mind', Laura is quite right to see only the potential for making something of the lesson of an overturned coach (also the opening scene, incidentally, of Austen's last, and incomplete, novel, Sanditon). The 'horrid Spectacle' Laura and Sophia encounter might well cause a more skilful moralist, given a decent lapse of time, to think of the historical figure of Cardinal Wolsey. His spectacular fall from Henry VIII's favour was often invoked to exemplify the dangers of pride and the transience of poweras, for instance, in Shakespeare and Fletcher's King Henry VIII and 29 The phrase is originally Lovelace's: 'I love to write to the moment.' Clarissa, or the History of a Young Lady (1747-8), ed. Angus Ross (Harmondsworth 1985) p. 721.
Johnson's The Vanity of Human Wishes.
30 Like Austen's Lady Jane Grey and Pride and Prejudice's Mary Bennet, however, Laura is too indifferent to anyone's suffering to make us believe in her own; otherwise, she would not be funny.
'Elegantly attired but weltering in [ . . . ] blood': this might stand as a description of Austen's History. As if to demonstrate how violent episodes can be ushered into genteel company, she comments of the Civil War (which here becomes 'civil', or rather not civil, in a different sense of the word) that: 'Never certainly were there before so many detestable Characters at one time in England as in this period of its History; Never were amiable Men so Scarce ( p.187). And on the Gunpowder Plot: 'Truth being I think very excusable in an Historian', I am necessitated to say that in this reign the roman Catholics of England did not behave like Gentlemen to the protestants. Their Behaviour indeed to the Royal Family and both Houses of Parliament might justly be considered by them as very uncivil' ( p.186). The claim that truth might be 'very excusable' for a historian shows the comic power of the underpowered statement. We would naturally suppose truth to be the very basis of history: hence the subject's suitability for women. It was an improving subject because, unlike a novel, so the general argument ran, it was supposed to be a narration of what really happened. But when Austen takes the stage, the bare historical truth might call for an apology, since to make a claim which is merely factually true is not necessarily to make a claim worth hearing (hence, partly, Eleanor Tilney's unworried enjoyment of fiction in historical narrative).
Take for instance, another of Austen's early works, Catharine, or The Bower, dated August 1792 (nine months after the History of England was completed). Here the history-loving heroine endures vacuous lectures from an aunt who wishes to see revived what she describes as the 'Manners of the People in Queen Elizabeth's reign'. Kitty hopes she does not wish 'to restore Queen Elizth. herself '. Her aunt, 'who never hazarded a remark on History that was not well founded', replies that Elizabeth 'lived to a good old Age, and was a very Clever Woman'. Kitty acknowledges that this is indeed 'True', but objects quite reasonably that its truth is beside the point: 'I do not consider either of those Circumstances as meritorious in herself, and they are very far from making me wish her return, for if she were to come again with the same Abilities and the same good Constitution She might do as much Mischeif and last as long as she did before. 30 See The Vanity of Human Wishes, ll. 99 -128.
Kitty's love of history leads her to engage in heated discussions on the subject whenever possible. She is disappointed when her friend Camilla fails to respond keenly in the argument about Elizabeth, and she flirts with Camilla's brother Edward by talking to him about the past. Describing one of these encounters, Austen questions once again whether impartiality is any more desirable a quality in a historian than it is in a friend. The distinction she worries at here, as in the History of England, is between disinterestedness and a lack of interest and of commitment -one which has implications for the evolution of her own discreet, but perpetually engaged, narratorial voice. Kitty, we are told, is 'induced [ . . . ] to take every opportunity of turning the Conversation on History'. Soon, she and Edward Stanley are engaged in an historical dispute, for which no one was more calculated than Stanley who was so far from being really of any party, that he had scarcely a fixed opinion on the Subject. He could therefore always take either side, and always argue with temper. In his indifference on all such topics he was very unlike his Companion, whose judgement being guided by her feelings which were eager and warm, was easily decided, and though it was not always infallible, she defended it with a Spirit and Enthusiasm which marked her own reliance on it. They had continued therefore for sometime conversing in this manner on the character of Richard the 3d, which he was warmly defending when he suddenly seized hold of her hand, and exclaiming with great emotion, 'Upon my honour you are entirely mistaken,' pressed it passionately to his lips, and ran out of the arbour. ( pp. 285-6) Both participants in this debate are imperfect historians. Edward Stanley seems, initially, to fulfil the eighteenth-century ideal, in that he has no particular cause or character to defend or attack. But the fact that he is, in Austen's cautionary wording, 'calculated' for 'historical dispute' turns out not to speak in his favour. For Austen as a historian and as a novelist, it seems that cool indifference is worse than partisanship. It suggests inconstancy of other kinds, so that Stanley's passion for Kitty may well endure no longer than his whimsical support of Richard III.
And so indeed it turns out, when his 'ease and Indifference' suddenly strike Kitty as 'incompatible with that partiality which she had at one time been almost convinced of his feeling for her' ( p. 289). Stanley's rhetorical fluency -his ability to 'argue with temper' both sides of a question -contrasts with Kitty's warm, enthusiastic feelings, which invariably govern her 'judgement'. The word 'judgement' is used here in the loose sense of her opinions, which she defends with gusto, but it also implies a larger concern about the nature of her historical thinking, akin to that which is examined more fully in Emma. Like Kitty's, Emma's mind is too quickly made up, and she reposes too securely on the quickness of her own perceptions -faults which lead her to misrepresent past, present, and future, both to herself and to other people. Nevertheless, when faced with the alternatives of cool detachment and eager partisanship, Austen will always identify the latter as preferable, because it reveals a truly 'amiable' character ( p. 290) such as that of the ardent heroine of her History -Mary Queen of Scots.
